The Professional Communication Unit (PCU) 
more than 20,000 full-time students, of whom about a quarter are international, studying toward degrees in faculties such as commerce, health sciences, law, science, engineering, and humanities.
As a key indicator of professional competence and work readiness (Morreale, 1998 (Morreale, , 2002 , it is optimistically presumed that communication skills are enmeshed within all business curricula and taught by all academic staff, directly or indirectly. This assumption is vigorously debated in South Africa as elsewhere (Munter, 1999) . The PCU at UCT was, however, established in 1975 to provide additional specialized technical and business communication training to students entering professions such as commerce and engineering because it was felt that academic curricula did not emphasize these skills.
The one-semester course has focused on such traditional professional communication skills as individual and team-based oral presentations and report writing (Grant, 1999) . (See Appendix A for course outline example.) But given global shifts and forecasts, the author and other PCU staff members suspected that their communications instruction might be outdated and differ substantially from the communicative demands of the multicultural workplace with its emphasis on computer-mediated communications (CMC) (Conceição & Heitor, 1999; Mersham & Skinner, 2001; Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998) . Emerging in the mid-1990s from past apartheid isolation and faced with
• growing student numbers, especially in commerce • a diverse student population • the need in the new South African education dispensation to focus more directly on outcomes-based learning for a global economy communication faculty and the university as a whole were expected-amidst a period of rapid change and some confusion-to ensure that decisions around curriculum design, content, and approach remain informed and enlightened (Grant, 1999; Pienaar, Brink, & Barsby, 1999) .
COMMUNICATIVE COMPETENCE
Concepts of communicative competence have varied greatly over the years. Linguistic competence formed the basis of early definitions (Gumperz & Hymes, 1972) . Spitzberg (1989) listed no fewer than "136 distinct conceptual labels . . . associated with competences" (p. 246), but his two dimensions of "appropriateness" and "effectiveness" are generally accepted as pivotal in communication research (Taylor, 1994) as well as intercultural research (Steyn, 1997) . Spitzberg and Cupach's (1984) definition of communicative competence as "the ability to interact appropriately and/or effectively" (p. 74) introduced a participative and dialogical imperative that resonated with Rogers and Kincaid's (1981) cyclical, convergence model of communication and Arnett's (1992) interactive, communicators-as-partners perspective. These scholars viewed communication as a joint venture negotiated mutually (a belief that underscores my teaching philosophy).
Sptizberg's (1989) dimensions of effectiveness and appropriateness encompassed both axes of cognitive, task-oriented message transmission as well as affective, relational, and social understanding. This suggests both a verbal and nonverbal contextual fluency that goes beyond linguistic competence, an approach frequently advocated by scholars such as Gumperz and Hymes (1972) ; Hymes (1979) ; Scarcella, Anderson, and Krashen (1990); and Gumperz (1992) . Speaking another's language is a good start, but learning to understand and appreciate the sociocultural context and features of the "speech communities" (Kaschula & Antonissen, 1995, p. 9) in which particular languages (or dialects) are spoken adds value. Also, being fluent in one such community does not presuppose fluency in another (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998) .
Confidence to engage is another factor. First-language participants (perhaps especially White males) from low-context, individualistic cultures may favor direct communication and self-disclosure (Gudykunst et al., 1996; Gudykunst & Hammer, 1984; Hofstede, 1984; Weaver, 1994) . They are often perceived as more communicatively competent because of their overt assertiveness and dominance. Research has found that second-language communicators, especially if they are disadvantaged, marginalized, or female, may be more silent and constrained (Kim, 1994) and that certain cultures "are less assertive and participate less" (Young & Klingle, 1996, p. 29 ) than others in cross-cultural situations. My own tertiary teaching experience endorses these findings, particularly with Black, Muslim, and Chinese female students. These students may more easily fit into the collective, high-context cultural paradigm where oblique, indirect communicative displays are valued and practiced, indeed demanded (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 1998; Weaver, 1994) . Criteria for communicative competence may therefore vary considerably from culture to culture (Steyn, 1997) . Given recent corporate scandals at Enron, WorldCom, and Parmalat, accountability and ethical concerns should also figure in definitions of communicative competence (Arnett, 1992; Spitzberg & Cupach, 1984; Varela, 1999) .
THE BUSINESS COMMUNICATION NEEDS ANALYSIS
To determine how UCT students and faculty defined communicative competence in our setting and what they considered the best way to achieve that goal, we conducted a needs analysis through a survey, interviews, and classroom discussion. It consisted of two phases: Phase 1 sought to gauge communicative habits and expectations of UCT commerce students (2001), tenured commerce staff (2001), and business graduates in the workplace (2002) to compare discrepancies and assess the relevance of curriculum content. In Phase 2, the focus of this article, we presented a summary of the Phase 1 findings to another group of commerce students and sought their responses at the end of their PCU course (November 2002). In total, more than 1,000 questionnaires were distributed and 408 completed questionnaires were used (about 40%). This comprised 98 business students, 28 commerce faculty members, 132 graduates in the workplace (Phase 1), and 150 business students (Phase 2).
The Likert scale ranking of the final questionnaire (see Appendix B) allowed comparative percentages to be drawn up, whereas the openended questions invited explanation of feelings, attitudes, and experiences. These were correlated with respondent status, gender, age, and intercultural demographics to determine patterns in definitions of communicative competence.
RESULTS OF THE STUDY
The following section discusses the results summarized in Appendix B.
Definitions of Communicative Competence
Effectiveness was the most common characteristic of competence cited by respondents (90%, n = 135), especially as related to "efficiency" in message transmission; "clarity," that is, "no ambiguity" or "misunderstanding"; and the ability of the sender to "restate" or "relay" information "accurately." Appropriateness was also popular (80%, n = 120): "able to communicate in writing or orally, planned or impromptu-whatever the occasion demands" underscored most definitions. Students focused on appropriate and relevant "formats"; "channels"; and "all forms of current media, traditional and computer-mediated."
Many White, first-language students included "confidence" in their definitions (28%, n = 42), although some provided a cynical note: "Confident, even if they don't know what they're talking about."
Only a small number of students (generally female and/or secondlanguage) noted diversity or gender sensitivity, multilingual abilities and fluency (not just "use of English") or "ethical as well as cultural factors" (15%, n = 23) in their definitions. For the most part, however, levels referred to the ability of a specialist to communicate "technical" or "work-based information" "clearly" and "simply" to a lay audience. The level had more to do with educational qualifications than race, class, status, or language group. Some student definitions (n = 13) were so cryptic as to be generally meaningless (e.g., "people who like communicating" or who are "good at languages").
Most students characterized competence as a trait associated with a fixed talent rather than a function of mutually accomplished processes and relationships (Arnett, 1992; Rogers & Kincaid, 1981) . Twenty-two percent (n = 33) were completely one-dimensional with the emphasis on the "sender" and directional persuasion/manipulation, whereas 50% (n = 73) merely mentioned feedback and/or the existence of a receiver. Although process-oriented and participatory models of communication were emphasized on the PCU course, sadly, the more historical, linear definitions of communication prevailed. Context, situation, participants, goals, and choices all impact on how competence should be rated and by whom, yet only a minority of students hinted at this type of complexity (20%, n = 31). Divergence of opinion, "disagreement," and difference were seen as obstacles to rather than opportunities for or characteristics of fruitful engagement (Grant & Borcherds, 2002) .
Ranking of Communication Skills and Issues
As the Phase 1 summaries show (see Appendix B), respondents' ranking of skills and issues were surprisingly conservative and traditional. Interpersonal, face-to-face communication and the ability to write coherently and correctly, regardless of medium, were ranked most highly. Respondents urged communication faculty to focus on "clear expression" and message congruence.
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Teaching Strategies Figure 1 shows student responses about teaching strategies. Commerce students across the board felt strongly that their additional PCU communication course was far more able than their general degree to equip them with identified workplace communication skills. Many linked this success to the perceived abilities and knowledge of the communication staff. Although some students felt that their commerce curricula aimed to inculcate communication principles overall, very few felt that their degree course actually succeeded in accomplishing this aim (or that commerce faculty had the necessary expertise). Comments included the following: "My degree course gives implicit assistance through the way things are presented but, for example, we seldom work in groups in my course and thus are ill prepared for difficulties." "The focus is more on theoretical content than presentation or principles of effective communication." "Communication skills are hardly addressed . . . and . . . there are no communication opportunities to discuss gender in the Information Systems Department." "We just got taught numbers." Of the stand-alone communication course, the following remarks were typical: "This is probably the only course offered that teaches students to present and to write professionally." "PCU, in particular, concentrates on audience analysis, etc. and helps a great deal in acquiring the necessary skills." "The course . . . relates to the real world." "Having to mix with people from different backgrounds during projects is a learning curve."
Respondents from both phases thus confirmed the need for a specialist communication program rather than a writing across the curriculum or communication across the curriculum approach. Although embedding communication instruction in the disciplines has advantages, many commerce faculty, like others cited in the literature, admit that they lack the expertise or interest to do so (Knight, 1999; Munter, 1999; Wardrope, 2002) .
Intercultural/Diversity Issues and Technology
As seen in Figure 1 , two areas were found to be weak in both the degree and the communication program: intercultural/diversity issues and technology (interestingly, the technology area was the only one where the degree curriculum scored higher than the communication course). Although some students felt that more attention needed to be given to both these issues, many information systems (IS) studentswho made up more than half (n = 79) of the sample-felt that their degree is (or should be) better equipped than the communication course to train students in technology issues and to go beyond mere technical expertise. Many students felt they knew more about computer-mediated communication than their communication lecturers.
On the other hand, many students did not expect their degree to provide them with any intercultural competence. Some students admitted, "I have never thought about this before"; although students often commented at length on other questions, many ignored this one or simply ranked it without comment. The low score even for the communication course may imply that not enough is done on this issue or that what is done is falling on deaf ears or simply not being understood or taken seriously. One student (White male) felt, somewhat naively, "I think most intercultural discrepancies appear in the workplace rather than at varsity."
Gender issues seemed to interest female respondents only. A handful of Black female students bemoaned the sexist behavior on campus (fellow students and staff). "Gender/intercultural issues [are] avoided entirely. Females not encouraged." One male complained about "the many difficult women" in his marketing class, whereas another enjoyed the "pleasant ladies" in his PCU class. Most of these remarks seemed tongue in cheek and in fact are a case in point. Some students did indicate real engagement with these issues, however: "Act Sci [Actuarial Science] is very male-orientated and now has various races-we have to learn how to work, understand and communicate with each other . . . and deal with cultural perceptions." "People have different frames of reference. However, more can be done in today's multi-cultural world." "Effort made in beginning of [communication] course, however, this is NB issue-more emphasis should be placed . . . "
Comparison of Responses by Field
Of the 150 student respondents, approximately 48 were in actuarial science (AS). The rest were made up of mostly IS, with about 12 marketing (M) and 2 to 4 each in computer science (CS), organizational psychology (OP), human resources (HR), and honors. A handful of students did not identify their special fields.
It is interesting to note clear differences in responses between the AS students and the others. As a group, the AS students identified with the "absolutely" category, whereas IS students related more to the "somewhat" category. IS students seemingly have far more opportunities for communication, individually, in pairs, and in small teams across their degree, than do the more numerate AS students, who get very little training and exposure to communication skills elsewhere in their degree. The PCU course therefore stood out far more prominently as the only course that involved these soft skills.
IMPLICATIONS FOR CURRICULUM DESIGN
Whereas we began this research expecting to find a gap between what we were teaching and what students and graduates felt was needed in the workplace, for the most part, business students, faculty, and professionals rated traditional oral and written communication skills and individual competence more highly than technology-mediated and team/communal skills.
Given that about half the respondents were Western, male, and White, it is perhaps to be expected that "direct," "dynamic," and/or "assertive" transmitter-focused definitions of competence, incorporating certainty and congruence-seeking behaviors, would prevail. Students studying business communication as a skill rather than a subject also, unsurprisingly, tended to privilege short-term, functional, and task-oriented ethos rather than grapple with more converging (and diverging) models of communication or see the bigger picture of contextual, global communication. Interestingly, however, minority students (a smaller number in the study) called for an expanded definition of competence that includes intercultural, gender, and ethical awareness. These Black and Asian (mostly female) students, often ignored in class and perceived as less competent, produced the most in-depth definitions of communicative competence, one that addresses pressure worldwide to listen to "the other" and to note alternative paradigms.
Most students valued their PCU training, felt they were getting what the world of work deems necessary, and attached great significance to being perceived as communicatively competent; 90% (n = 117) felt that effective communication is crucial to successful business practice. The course across the board was thus considered "worthwhile." It also became evident that communication skills were not a key focus in other courses in the 4-year curriculum, especially not in AS. Because students with different specializations (and needs) have different perceptions and expectations, the PCU has always tried to select appropriate mechanisms of content and delivery for different faculties but has not paid much attention to customizing workshop division, teaching methodology, and course content within the same faculty. Thus, the statistical comparison of student perceptions by field added a whole new dimension to the study and could certainly impact curriculum design.
As in this study, Wardrope (2002) saw the emergence of written skills as a corporate priority, ahead of "technology-mediated skills" (p. 67). He advises caution, however, and contends that all stakeholders should have a role in determining course content. Given the complexity of intersecting realities, no single voice, no one stakeholder-be it academic, corporate, or governmental-can be expected to have the answers (or questions) or be sanctioned with the power to act unilaterally. PCU staff members need to forge partnerships not only with other departments within the university-and thus enhance our visibility and strengthen our position internally-but also with other institutions in the public and private sectors. In a global environment, the "common good" should be the cornerstone of competence. The age-old African tradition of Ubuntu, which literally means "I am because you are, you are because we are," includes just such an expanded definition of communicative competence that embraces ethical, relational, and communal accountability (Mersham & Skinner, 2001 ).
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STRATEGIES FOR TEACHER-LEARNER PARTNERSHIPS
Based on this project, I recommend the following strategies for creating teacher-learner partnerships that can sustain communication instruction and improve communicative competency:
1. Create a buddy system. When students select a buddy at the start of a course, they enter their workshop with an ally. Each pair is encouraged to mentor and help each other and work as a partnership on one of the major course assignments. 2. Use mixed groups. Each workshop leader/classroom facilitator then puts three pairs together to form a group of six to complete a required major assignment. The pairs are selected to achieve gender, language, race, and special field diversity within each group. As each person in the group has a buddy, there is not too much strangeness, but teams are far more likely to resemble working teams where employees do not get to choose their coworkers. 3. Encourage diverse voices (Gordon & Campione, 1993) . The class should follow the motto, "Everyone speaks once, before anyone speaks twice." This creates communal delegation and accountability, an egalitarian sense of Ubuntu (Mersham & Skinner, 2001) . This is especially important where White male hegemony is still the norm. 4. Use scenario learning (Grant, 1999) . A real-life scenario is chosen from the student's field of study (IS, marketing, finance, HR) and forms the backdrop for all contextual communication skills development. The methodology itself is underpinned by experience-based education principles and role-play. This dialogical, problem-based learning allows students to grapple with real-world issues while practicing their communication skills such as running meetings, taking minutes, writing proposals, and presenting findings. Including multicultural, ethical, and gender-based issues presupposes skillful selection and facilitation of scenarios, and all teaching staff need to work together to ensure this. 5. Incorporate chowa. The philosophy that underpins the principle of valuing people is chowa, or harmonization, which is a powerful idea in Japanese culture. In a CMC context, chowa means that technology should fit the people and not the other way round. In a continent like Africa, with many "have-nots," the Japanese bias toward "appropriate technology" and mix of "high-tech" with "low-tech" (Bensaou & Earl, 1998, p. 127) rather than "the Western bias . . . toward technology for technology's sake" (Bensaou & Earl, 1998, p. 124 ) is very reassuring as it focuses on complementary, harmonious partnerships, not competitive substitution scenarios. 6. Scaffold oral and written assignments (Smagorinsky & Fly, 1993) . Allowing students to submit drafts, get feedback, and learn from their mistakes
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improves their ability to achieve competence. In an oral sense, all students have a dry run of their presentations with major feedback/minor mark allocation from faculty and peers. This is followed by a final oral with minor feedback/major mark allocation. In a written sense, students do a portfolio of exercises, with the best one counting. For their major paired and group assignments, they are also expected to submit draft proposals for vetting and correction before final submission. The process is mutually negotiated and sanctioned. Involving students as comarkers and evaluators at the draft writing and oral feedback stage allows them to assume responsibility for their own levels of achievement. 7. Invite experts to contribute or provide an audience. Using speakers, visitors, and informal examiners from business and government allows students to get real-world exposure and to showcase their achievements to a cross-section of potential employers. A diverse panel in terms of culture, age, gender, and status may also provide role models to multicultural classes. This networking exercise is equally important for faculty to build up relationships for mutual consultation.
CONCLUSION
As communication practitioners at tertiary institutions such as UCT, our role in helping to shape young minds is generally small and of short duration. We therefore have to make an impact not only on the students we teach directly but also on the university and further afield in the private and public sector. If we wish to see the definition of communicative competence extended to include
• sustainable, transparent, ethical business practices • synergistic cohabitation of "low-tech" and "high-tech" communication practices
• intercultural and gender sensitivity then we need to pursue this type of pedagogical partnership with our students, a dialogical discourse that will see them joining with us as coteachers and colearners (Arnett, 1992; Rogers & Kincaid, 1981) .
To borrow Spitzberg's (1989) dimensions, it is hoped that the most "effective" and "appropriate" communication training will result, which will further the mission of the university to prepare graduates for the new economy without disengaging from the old. Assessing international comparisons helps us to keep pace, but noting local conditions and traditional African wisdom allows us to contribute to the debate.
APPENDIX A Core Course Syllabus
The existing examinable communication course offered to University of Cape Town (UCT) commerce students as described in the commerce faculty handbook (PCU = Professional Communication Unit): A communication handbook, a course outline and a book of exercises will be given to every student.
PCU101S: Second semester special fields: Students will meet for two double periods per week: 6 and 7, Tuesdays and Thursdays.
Duly Performed Requirements:
Every assignment must be handed in on time; oral presentations must be delivered at the specified times. Students must obtain a minimum average of 40% for work done during the Course. Students must attend all workshops.
Examination Requirements:
Oral examination: group oral presentation to a panel of examiners Written examination: three and a half hour paper.
Students must achieve 45% for each examination. Their class and examination marks are then averaged. The pass mark for the course is 50%.
Course Convenor: Ms Terri Grant Terri Grant, your PCU course convenor, is conducting a Communication Needs Analysis in Business and Industry. Changes in higher education development, curriculum transformation and the global needs of the "knowledge economy" are some of the key issues which inform this investigation into the communication needs of commerce graduates. The focus is on "communicative competence": knowledge and skills that are seen and valued as contextually appropriate and effective. So far, three surveys have been conducted. The aim of each questionnaire was to answer the following over-riding question: Q2-9. A Likert scale box was used for each question below. Students were asked to tick: Absolutely, Mostly, Somewhat, Seldom or Not at all for both their degree program and PCU course. They were also asked to substantiate their answers. Q2. Finding: Most "commonly" used written communication channels are e-mail, reports, letters/memos. Most "commonly" used oral channels are telephone, team discussion (informal small group and formal meeting) and face to face. The latter is the most "popular" channel of communication overall (preferred). Do you think a) your degree program as a whole, and b) this course in particular, equips you to handle these channels effectively? In what way? Q3. Finding: Most common "direction" of internal communication is horizontal (with colleagues) and externally with customers and clients. Most common "source" of commissioning work (e.g. reports) is superior (internal) but customers (external) also important. Do you think a) your degree program as a whole, and b) this course in particular, helps you with audience analysis in terms of working with colleagues and superiors, handling differences in status and fulfilling Terms of Reference requests professionally? In what way? Q4. Finding: Most popular types of graphic aids are tables, followed by line graphs, bar charts and diagrams. Over 60% of respondents "always" or "mostly" use graphic aids. Visual aids also "mostly" used in oral presentations. Most popular is laptop/data projector followed by overhead projector, flipchart then whiteboard.
fundamentally changed the way we communicate. They claim that human communication demands are basically unchanged and that computer-mediated communications provide ancillary/complementary channels to communication without "altering the landscape" too much. Responses on electronic and cellular communications are highly variable invoking strong positive/negative reactions, especially e-mail. Do you think a) your degree program as a whole, and b) this course in particular, helps you to participate in the debates around the use/ abuse of electronic and cellular communications in order to engage with these issues advantageously? In what way? Q9. Finding: Organisational health: Over 90% of respondents feel that effective communication plays a critical role in the economic wellbeing of any company and is crucially relevant to its long-term success.
Given the above findings and your initial description/definition of a communicatively competent graduate, do you think a) your degree program as a whole, and b) this course in particular, has helped/is helping you to reach that goal? In what way?
Any other comments?
